"A Sign of our Times?" offers a provocative ethical dilemma precisely because it resides in the intersections of free-market capitalism, family and community rights, sex, and entertainment. On the one hand, the billboard is clever but not really unique in its form and content. Moving past the cleverness, on the other hand, uncovers challenging and even disturbing issues surrounding gender norms and expectations, the rights of corporations to make money, and the simple question of the aesthetic value of the kinds of images and texts that surround us. Richard Gilmore has chosen a strong cultural object on which to focus his case study, clearly elaborating the stakeholders in this issue. I would like to approach the problem from two different yet interrelated frameworks: a feminist consideration of the meaning and impact of the sign and a reflection on its aesthetic significance.
inequality between the sexes, we cannot presume that that is accurate." 1 If we in fact live in an unequal society in which there is a rigid hierarchy of power between the sexes, then, MacKinnon asks, is pornography in whatever medium it appears (film, magazine, website, etc.) free speech? And if it isn't, should the rights of the businesses that employ and benefit financially from pornography be protected over other stakeholders?
A feminist interpretation of pornographic depictions of women's bodies as a whole allows us to ask whether or not the billboard under question is more than distasteful but is in fact harmful to women. Of course, this requires that we ask ourselves whether or not the image in the billboard is pornographic. Clearly it is offensive to Jennifer Duffner who wrote the letter to The Forum. But there are many things that each of us are exposed to daily that offend us. In a pluralistic and democratic society, we will never reach consensus on what is universally acceptable and what is universally objectionable. Yet, we also have federal and state laws that govern the public space that presumably shield us from the anything-goes ethos of the corporate profit-motive. For one, blatantly pornographic images cannot be displayed in public advertisements such as billboards.
Let us return to the image on the billboard in question. The emphasis is on the woman's body (from behind); she is in her underwear; her head is not only turned away but literally removed from view by the sharp cut of the billboard's border; she holds the obviously phallic head of the guitar in her hand; the text, "Now turn us on," acknowledges that she is an object of pure erotic enjoyment for the male gaze, asking men to return the favor by tuning in to the radio station. In every possible way, the woman is made into an object for heterosexual male desire so as to turn a profit. Some may argue that that sounds a lot like pornography, which "turns a woman into a thing to be acquired and used," 2 not unlike how one might acquire and use a guitar, for example.
The second approach I suggest centers on the question of beauty. More specifically, we need to ask ourselves with what do we want to surround ourselves in our homes, schools, and communities? Lady Bird Johnson, President Lyndon B. Johnson's wife, worked tirelessly to find ways to make America aesthetically pleasing. In 1965, President Johnson passed into law the Highway Beautification Act, which was intended to dramatically cut down billboard advertisements along roadsides generally, targeting interstate highways in particular. 3 Unsurprisingly, there was fierce resistance to this act from many politicians and other interested parties in the advertising world. Although funds were not forthcoming and the project failed to accomplish a grand reconfiguration of the American automotive landscape along beautiful, rather than profitable lines, it successfully raised awareness of what we want to see as we move ourselves through our world. The 102 FM radio station billboard, although eye-catching and titillating, is difficult to experience as a work of beauty. And certainly the copy, "Now turn us on," is a far cry from poetic expression. Its intention is to unite sex and rock and roll nothing new but certainly not as a work of art or beauty. As citizens, we have to ask ourselves: is this what we want to see and to what we want our friends and families exposed? And if we don't, should our preferences matter or must we instead submit to greater social and market forces? For example, if I live in a predominantly Muslim or LDS community, do I have a say in whether or not I want to be walled in by billboards advertising alcoholic beverages? The real question is who has more of a right on this issue, the corporations demanding their free speech to advertise in whatever way they can, or the communities who often have no choice but to be subjected to the free speech of the much richer and better represented companies who profit off of them? In short, does beauty matter, or does it all boil down to how much money we can make off of each other?
